Gardeners
across Virginia
can make

a difference.
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lants are not optional...we
can’t live without them!”
Stirring words from Douglas
Tallamy, entomologist, wildlife ecologist,
and author of Bringing Nature Home. In his
book, Tallamy makes an urgent call for
awareness and grassroots action across our
nation for gardeners to step up and take their
place, along with the hard working wildlife
managers of our protected lands, in preserv-
ing precious, life-sustaining biodiversity.

All too frequently, the indispensable role
that plants play in our lives is taken for grant-
ed. Breathing, for example: How often do we
consider that every oxygenated breath we take
depends upon plants? And riparian and hill-
side plantings that keep beneficial rains from
washing away rich topsoil while filtering out
impurities protect our streams, water supply,
and fish populations. Even more fundamen-
tal, plants—as the only organisms capable of
photosynthesis—form the basis of the intri-
cate food web that sustains wildlife right up

NATIVE PLANTS Rock!

the food chain: insects, birds, fish, mammals,
and ultimately, humans.

Gardening has long been an enjoyable
hobby for many, an outlet for creative ex-
pression, and a source of natural beauty, fresh
vegetables, and a refuge from our fast-paced,
busy lives. Today it is so very much more. In
short, what we plant has momentous impli-
cations for our future that cannot be ignored.

Native vs. Non-Native

Not all plants are created equal. Have you
noticed that some leaves in your garden re-
main flawless, while others look thoroughly
mutilated? Do birds and butterflies frequent
your plantings? Are mowing, fighting weeds,
watering, and fertilizing your landscape cost-
ly and time-consuming? Depending on your
answers, you might find this article illumi-
nating in making your landscape richer in
beauty, more attractive to fascinating
wildlife, and easier to maintain. Plant na-
tives!

Native plantspecies are those that occur
in the geological region or locale in which
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they evolved and have developed deep, com-
plex relationships with native wildlife. Na-
tives are well adapted to the local soil and
climate, chock full of nutrients tailored to the
needs of wild animals that have shared their
evolutionary history, and rugged in the face
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butterfly nectaring on a fragrant common
milkweed (Asclepias syriaca)?

of drought and disease, thereby encouraging a
healthy, complex ecological balance of inter-
related plants and animals species. Beautiful
too, graceful oaks, hickories, serviceberry,
bright yellow goldenrods, milkweeds, asters,
and delicate spring ephemerals render an areaa
sense of place. The plants “belong.”

Alternatively, aliens, most often orna-
mental plants that have been imported for
their supposed beauty and ease in landscaping,
are not biologically or chemically attractive or
palatable to native wildlife, (thus, the un-
touched leaves) and some are actually poison-
ous (such as Bradford pear). Even more tragic,
freed from their natural competition and pred-
ators, many aliens become invasive. (Think au-
tumn olive, kudzu, purple loosestrife, English
ivy, Norway maple, garlic mustard, to name
but a few.) Out-competing virtually every-
thing in the landscape, aliens threaten the crit-
ical ecological balance and very survival of
precious native flora and fauna. And then
there are the hitchhikers traveling with these
imports: alien diseases and insects. Examples
from recent history include chestnut blight,
Japanese beetles, and stink bugs.
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hooked by the wildlife they attract.

Biodiversity & Bird Food

Our wondrous array of native fauna per-
formsan intricate variety of functions in serv-
ice of our ecosystems. It cannot survive on
alien plant species! Losses are mounting, and
Tallamy feels this is a “clear signal that hu-
manity’s life support systems are failing...
Plants and animals are the rivets holding the
ecosystems that sustain us together.”

But there is hope. Greater numbers of
native plant species in home gardens enrich
opportunities for native wildlife to obtain
and pass on energy; thus, the numbers of
native animals increase.

Native planngs don’t have to look wild and wooly; they can be designed to fit your style. You’ll be

Far left, you can learn a lot about native plants
by walking a trail in your area, like this one at
our state arboretum in Clark County. The
importance of such plants, and their habitats,
becomes all the more critical in the face of
aggressive development, shown here.

The Virginia Native Plant Society,
whose mission is to protect Virginia’s native
plants and native places and educate about
their value, says, “Native plants are magnets!”
The right natives in your backyard attract and
sustain a fascinating array of native wildlife,
including birds, butterflies, frogs, and espe-
cially, beneficial insects.

Yes, insects—a diverse, often under-
appreciated, vital group of organisms—
number four million species worldwide! (For
perspective, birds number roughly 9,500
species.) Ninety-nine percent of these insects
perform indispensable tasks: pollinating

MAY/JUNE 2013 & 23



corporations planting natives to fill in empty
lawns for soothing break spaces. A Habitat at
Home® DVD was produced to illustrate sev-
eral types of habitats (ex. woodland, butterfly,
water) that can be created to complement a
property’s attributes.

Passionate about her 20 years of conser-
vation efforts with DGIE Heiser describes a
central focus for her work as training an army
of people (Virginia Master Naturalists and
other DGIF volunteers being key) to be “habi-
tat facilitators” with strong skill sets to educate
on such topics as using native plants, pollina-

Virginia’s New Flora!

It’s here! The long awaited Flora of Virginia tor habitat, warm-season grasses, conservation
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A labor of love and dedication, years of
work began taking firm shape with the found-
ing of the Flora of Virginia Project, 2001.

2009. Website for book and native
plantinformation: www.plantanative.com

day; rearing just one clutch of young takes ap-
proximately 16 days, translating to the need

Thanks to an agreement with the Division of for approximately 4,800 insects! Alien plants ¢ Chesapeake Conservation Landscaping
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Conservation and Recreation, talented biolo- these birds. Plant a native oak tree, however,

* Flora of Virginia by Alan S. Weakley,
J. Christopher Ludwig, and John F.
Townsend. Published by BRIT Press, 2012
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Yes, native plants rock.
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